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This week, the President delivered to Congress his annual budget proposal, indicating his funding priorities and spending recommendations for the upcoming year.  Typically, Congress uses the Administration's budget plan as a blueprint for the annual budget resolution that Congress adopts each year.  As a new member of the House Budget Committee, I was especially hopeful that the President would send Congress a budget that accurately represents our government's costs and appropriately funds our nation's priorities.  Unfortunately, under the guise of fiscal responsibility, the President's budget does neither of these things, and it will be up to Congress, specifically the House Budget Committee, to fix where the President went wrong.

One of the most glaring inadequacies with the Administration's budget is the proposed cuts to Medicare, Medicaid, and the State Children's Health Insurance Program (SCHIP), known as KidCare in Florida.  The President's budget cuts Medicare by $252 billion and reduces Medicaid by $28 billion over the next 10 years without reinvesting these savings in health program improvements.  The President's budget significantly underfunds the SCHIP by providing $10 billion less than is needed to continue covering the children already enrolled in SCHIP and by giving Florida less money to cover its neediest children.  Cutting healthcare programs that are vital to our seniors and our children is not the answer to deficit reduction.  

Additionally, the Administration's budget freezes funding for rural education, phases out rural health grants, and proposes another round of cuts to community investments, such as Community Development Block Grants (CDBGs).  Under the Administration's budget, Florida's CDBG funding would be reduced by $47.8 million from its 2006 funding level.  Many of our counties and cities rely on CDBG money to fund the services on which our local residents depend.  CDBG is a program that works in our communities, and this proposed reduction undermines the economic well-being of Florida's communities.

Possibly the most disappointing aspect of the Administration's budget proposal is the effect it would have on our nation's veterans.  The Administration's budget snubs our veterans by establishing a new enrollment fee and nearly doubling veterans' prescription co-payments.   For the fifth year in a row, the budget raises healthcare costs on 1.3 million veterans by imposing $4.9 billion in increased co-payments on prescription drugs and new enrollment fees over the next 10 years.  What's worse is that the proceeds from the fee increases would not go to the VA.  In other words, our veterans have nothing to gain from this proposal.  Members of Congress on both sides of the aisle have soundly rejected new enrollment fees and increased co-payments in the past, and including these fees is simply a tricky budgeting tactic that only undercuts those who have defended our country.

The President has proposed these cuts to our healthcare programs, our community development programs, and our veterans' programs all in an effort to get our budget in balance by 2012.  In actuality, the Administration's budget will remain in deficit over the next five years due to the fact that it makes idealistic assumptions about our revenue and proposes cuts that are unrealistic and detrimental to many Americans.  Furthermore, the Administration only gets the budget to balance by 2012 by using the Social Security surplus to mask the true size of the deficit.  This is not honest budgeting.

As a fiscal conservative, I believe that getting our budget on a glide path to balance is not only a commendable goal, but a necessary goal if we want to remain the strongest country in the world.  I salute the President for beginning to demonstrate a commitment to cleaning up our fiscal house, but this commitment demands that the President recognize the serious financial situation that our country is facing, one that becomes increasingly worse with time.  While acknowledging our fiscal realities, the President also must stop proposing cuts that are impractical and unlikely.  Responsible budgeting is all about enforcing strong budgetary guidelines, such as pay-as-you-go rules and spending caps, and then properly matching resources with need.  This will be the type of budget that I plan to work towards as a member of the House Budget Committee.
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